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Abstract 
Today’s cities engage in international affairs, e.g. by participating in international city 
networks, having partnerships with other cities and by organizing their own trade missions. 
It can be argued that they practice international diplomacy and in doing so, might even 
bypass nation-states. By examining the Amsterdam case, this thesis reveals whether 
municipalities have been increasingly involved in international activities between 2006-2016, 
in what areas and by what means. The results show that the resources to engage in 
international affairs are restrained by municipal budget cuts. Despite this, municipalities do 
engage in more international activities; it seems as if the economic crisis has created even 
more incentive to participate in international relations. This engagement in activities is 
especially seen in the form of city partnerships and with the purpose of  exchanging 
knowledge and fuel innovation.  
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Introduction 
“What everyone had been expecting for so long has occurred. The joint convention of mayors of 
Europe’s major cities has declared that all affairs will now be handled between the European 
Union and the major cities” (Mamadouh & van Wageningen, 2015, p.401). This remarkable 
prediction sketches the scenario of 2031 as the year in which the city surpasses the nation-state.  
This prognosis is given credit by describing how big cities in the year 2016 are already 
intensively working together in several fields in which, according to them, European member 
states fail to act. The scenario further postulates that citizens no longer consider themselves as 
part of a nation but rather identify with cities. 
 
Similar claims are made by Barber (2013), who argues that cities, rather than nation-states, are 
the agents of change in the world and that mayors should therefore be more influential policy-
making officials in international relations. While states are unwilling to yield sovereignty, for 
cities to survive and flourish they have no other choice than to “remain hospitable to 
pragmatism and problem solving, to cooperation and networking, to creativity and innovation” 
(Barber, 2013, p.13). Cities will therefore play a vital role in cross-national decision-making on 
behalf of humanity (Barber, 2013, p.171). 
 
It is not strange that cities are expected to be more active in the international realm. Decision-
making is increasingly transferred upwards to the supranational level, for instance to the 
European Union and downwards to the local level, for instance through decentralization and the 
incorporation of local governments in the policy making process. More and more decisions are 
made on the international level, which has opened up several opportunities for municipalities to 
participate in the international realm. It is also argued that cities play an increasingly important 
role in the global economy (Van der Heiden, 2010). In this respect, cities are competing in the 
world economy and therefore might feel the need to engage in international activities. 
 
On the other hand, municipal engagement in international affairs is expected to be restricted. 
Municipal resources have been highly pressured due to the economic crisis and the budget cuts 
that followed. Previous research (Koomen, 2016) has indicated that this also has consequences 
for their participation in international activities. One could therefore ask whether the emergence 
of municipalities within the international realm has been truly significant. 
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This case asks for an in-depth analysis of the extent to which cities engage in international 
relations and the specifics of the multilevel structure in which cities operate. With the aim of 
contributing to this puzzle, this thesis explores whether municipalities increasingly engaged in 
international affairs between 2006-2016. By taking Amsterdam as a crucial case, this thesis will 
question the presumption that cities are becoming more influential in world politics and that 
they might even surpass nation-states in some fields in the near future. When it appears that 
municipalities increasingly navigate foreign relations on their own, it could point to 
municipalities moving beyond the state. If it turns out that cities have not executed more foreign 
policy during the last ten years, the many claims about the influential role of cities may be up for 
debate.  
 
The findings of this thesis could have implications for the prevalent view that states are key 
players in international relations and poses further questions on a shifting division of tasks and 
power between the national government and municipalities. The assertiveness of municipalities 
can change the role of the nation-state and break down the monopoly of the national 
government in conducting foreign affairs. This would disprove many assumptions of realism, 
which is an important school of thought in international relations theory and acknowledges 
nation-states as the central unit of international affairs analysis. As the distinction between 
domestic and international affairs becomes blurred, nation-states might need to rethink 
traditional approaches and recognize municipalities more with complementary roles in the 
international realm.  
 
While the interest in cities is increasing in public debate, it seems as if scientific research and the 
availability of data are lagging behind. As Kübler & Pagano (2012, p.16) point out: “there is, to 
date, a flagrant lack of systematic evidence on the role of cities in world politics, the impact they 
can have at that level, but also on the domestic effects related to such international 
engagements”. Similarly, Melissen & van der Pluijm (2007, p.34) address the question of how big 
the influence of cities on international politics really is, but leave it unanswered as it requires 
insight into the tangible results of the various diplomatic activities undertaken by cities. While 
research has been carried out on the reasons why municipalities engage in international 
activities (Lefèvre & d’Albergo, 2007), the developments of these activities and their practical 
consequences remain understudied. This requires an overview of current municipal engagement 
in international affairs, which will be presented in this thesis. 
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This thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 1 explains what is precisely understood by 
‘municipal engagement in international affairs’ and discusses previous work on this topic. 
Moreover, it sets out the theoretical puzzle of increasing and decreasing international activities 
which is at the heart of this analysis, and subsequently introduces the hypotheses. Chapter 2 
exemplifies the chosen case, time span, research methods and operationalization. The results of 
this research are presented in chapter 3. Finally, a discussion section follows in chapter 4 which 
interprets the results and draws conclusions on the hypotheses and research question.  
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1. Theoretical framework 
This chapter aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issue of whether or not 
municipalities are expected to engage more in international affairs. First it provides a 
conceptualization of ‘municipal engagement in international affairs’. Then important theories 
and findings in regard to the research question are presented in a discussion of academic 
literature on municipal foreign policy. From this literature, three hypotheses are drawn which 
are tested in an attempt to fill the gap in the academic literature on the role of municipalities in 
international affairs.  
 
1.1 Conceptualization 
Municipal engagement in international affairs has been studied under different names, with the 
terms ‘paradiplomacy’ and ‘city diplomacy’ used most frequently. Keating (1999) uses 
paradiplomacy to capture all sub-national foreign affairs activities, rather than only municipal 
activities. Melissen & van der Pluijm (2007, p.9) criticize the notion of parallel diplomacy as it 
suggests that national governments and cities ‘do not ride on the same diplomatic route’ by 
definition. In this way, it excludes the possibility of interaction, or possibly cooperation between 
both parties. Moreover, paradiplomacy also includes influencing the national government, which 
is considered indirect rather than direct engagement in international affairs (Sergunin & 
Joenniemi, 2014, p.11).  
Melissen & van der Pluijm (2007, p.11) therefore prefer to speak of city diplomacy: “the 
institutions and processes by which cities engage in relations with actors on an international 
political stage with the aim of representing themselves and their interests to one another”. The 
conceptual validity of this concept has also been questioned, as it suggests a “contentious 
connection with diplomacy – and not simply with the international realm” (Cornago, 2010, p.13). 
It can easily obtain a connotation of primarily promoting social cohesion, conflict prevention and 
conflict resolution. This thesis therefore uses a neutral term for the same phenomenon: 
‘municipal engagement in international affairs’.   
There are many ways in which municipalities engage in international affairs. Lefevre & 
d’Albergo (2007, p.319) made an overview of cities’ international activities by summing up;  
initiatives to improve a city’s competitiveness, bilateral intercity partnerships, multilateral 
partnerships, lobbying at international or supranational levels, participation in EU-funded 
programs, cooperation with Third-World countries and diplomacy aimed at the promotion of 
peace. Bilateral intercity partnerships, also named municipal twinning (Hoetjes, 2008), started 
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as city-to-city programs aimed at (re)creating trust, peace and respect between populations of 
cities after the Second World War. Currently, there are more reasons to engage in municipal 
twinning such as collaboration with origin countries of their population, collaboration with new 
EU members or  collaboration in order to contribute to the UN- and Millennium goals (Hoetjes, 
2008, p.157). While twinning is a long standing form of city diplomacy, international networks 
are a phenomenon of the last decade (van der Heiden, 2010). These multilateral partnerships 
exist on specific topics such as the European Forum for Urban Security, but also more generally, 
such as the United Cities and Local Government.  
After this brief overview of the forms in which municipalities can participate at the international 
level, one might ask why municipalities engage in international affairs. Melissen & van der 
Pluijm (2007, p. 15) distinguish three internal motives which are often the reasons for 
international activities. First of all, municipalities aim to serve the interests of their city and its 
community, for example by representing the specific interests of a city at the EU. Second, it can 
be a manifestation of citizen activism, as in the case of many U.S. citizens who pressure their 
mayors and cities to pursue climate-friendly change in spite of the Trump administration 
(Popovich & Schlossberg, 2017). Third, it can be a form of solidarity with other cities. Many 
Dutch cities, for instance, started city-twinning projects with South African townships in the 
1980s in order to support the fight against apartheid (Melissen & van der Pluijm, 2007, p.15).  
Finally, there are also multiple external factors that influence municipal engagement in 
international affairs. The CITTA research group empirically tested six variables that explain the 
existence or absence of a prevailing international strategy (Lefevre & d’Albergo, 2007, p.323). 
Key findings in the light of this thesis are that city market conditions affect international 
activities. An economic decline would create an incentive for an economically orientated 
strategy while a good economic situation would result in a more socially oriented strategy. The 
nature of intergovernmental relations, both horizontal and vertical, also influences international 
engagement of municipalities as it either restricts or facilitates local actors to have an 
international strategy. Other influential factors are a municipalities’ international history, the 
geopolitical position of a municipality, the political system and the way civil society networks 
carry a local culture. The external factors will be discussed in more detail in relation to the 
chosen case in section 2.1. 
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1.2 Moving towards more international engagement 
From the 1980s onwards, there has been an increased focus on cities as actors in the 
international realm. The rescaling of politics and economics within an era of globalization has 
resulted in two major lines of thoughts (Savitch & Kantor, 2002). Both strands, one a political, 
the other an economic argument, suggest an increased engagement of cities in international 
affairs.  
Political rescaling 
In a globalizing world in which countries are increasingly interdependent, problems have 
become more complex and cross-border in nature. Global challenges such as pollution, 
migration and terrorism do not simply stop at the border. The political strand of thought argues 
that the “flows of capital, goods, information and labour accelerated faster than political 
structures could adjust” (Clark & Moonen, 2017, p.23). The power of the state to oversee and 
manage international activities is therefore significantly weakened (Melissen & van der Pluijm, 
2007, p.12). Dehousse and Keohane (in Lechner & Boli, 2015, p.286) speak of a globalization 
paradox as more governance on a global and regional scale is required, while states do not want 
the centralization of decision-making power. In a response to this paradox, power is increasingly 
transferred upwards to the supranational level and downwards to the local level. This has 
opened up opportunities for cities to exert influence in the international realm, in particular 
through Europeanization and decentralization. 
 
Kubler & Piliutyte (2007, p.368) state that European integration is a structural cause of the 
development of international activities by cities. They believe that Europeanization “implies that 
individual cities can look for access points in the EU policymaking system and try to use them for 
their particular interests” (Kubler & Piliutyte, 2007, p.366). They make a distinction between 
download and upload Europeanization. Download Europeanization appears when municipalities 
seek ways to adapt to the conditions of the EU, by changing their policies, practices, and 
preferences. Examples include participation in city networks such as Eurocities, city-to-city 
partnerships, or the establishment of a joint G4 office in Brussels by the four largest cities in the 
Netherlands. In these ways, cities remain informed about European legislation and policies. 
Upload Europeanisation occurs when there are opportunities for municipalities to access the EU 
decision-making and policy-making process, and they respond to this with initiatives and by 
expressing their preferences. This is done by lobbying, for instance.  
In regard to download Europeanization, EU institutions actively promote the formation of 
European-level groups by providing instruments for interregional cooperation (Cini & Borragán, 
2013, p.193). The establishment of INTERREG, programs aimed at stimulating cooperation 
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between European regions and diminishing the influence of national borders in favour of equal 
economic, social and cultural development of the EU, is an example of this. This initiative is 
funded by the EU and is under direct control of the European Commission. The current URBACT 
III program, aimed at integrated urban development through exchange and learning, also 
demonstrates the EU’s recognition of the importance of cities and the creation of programs to 
support the international activities of local governments. Indirectly, the Structural Fund 
programs for local governments provided by the EU also resulted in the organization of cities,  
because of the fear of missing out on Structural Funds through lack of information (Ewen & 
Hebbert, 2006, p.336).  
In regard to upload Europeanization, the EU system provides several ways for cities to influence 
the legislative process (Heinelt and Niederhafner, 2008). The most influence can be exerted 
through the European Commission, as often needs to call on external expertise when drafting 
legislative proposals. This way, cities become involved by providing information, expertise and 
strategies. During the formation of EU programs, cities can also steer policy by giving advice 
based on their experience and formulating an interest position. The multilevel system of the EU 
therefore provides opportunities for cities to ‘jump scales’, which results in strong incentives for 
cities to become active at the EU level.  
There is no doubt that the EU has integrated even more during the past ten years. On estimate, 
more than fifty percent of national legislation on agriculture and environment is directly based 
on EU policies and regulation (van der Vleuten, 2015, p.189). For instance, the EU is active in 
almost all fields of environmental issues. Its seventh environment program is currently 
underway, lasting from 2013 to 2020 (van der Vleuten, 2015, p.183). But European social policy 
has also been considerably extended over time (Cini & Borragán, 2013, p.278). As local 
governments are increasingly confronted by EU policy and legislation, it is likely that 
municipalities will increasingly join interregional networks in order to exchange knowledge 
about adapting to EU policy. Moreover, as EU policy increasingly affects urban matters, it is 
likely that municipalities will become more involved in European institutions in order to pursue 
their interest. 
In line with the EU strategy of incorporating cities in international decision-making to better 
deal with local and global problems, many states have engaged in processes of decentralization 
(Tatham, 2016, p.2). Accordingly, there is the deepening of regional integration and more 
influence of supranational institutions on the one hand, as national governments are no longer 
able to manage international activities on their own. On the other hand, there is more 
decentralization, as internationalized policy issues become evident to a wide range of domestic 
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and local actors. In the erosion of the nation-state from above and below, sub-state levels 
therefore complement the expanding influence of the supranational level and the increase in 
international decision-making (Melissen & van der Pluijm, 2007, p.7). As municipalities have a 
bigger say due to decentralization, it is likely that they will expand their influence towards the 
international level. The hypothesis that emerges from the political rescaling literature is 
summarized and formulated as follows: 
HI: As there is more decision-making on the international level, municipalities engage more in 
international affairs. 
 
Economic rescaling 
The economic strand of thought argues that the redefinition of politics must include three lines 
of argument: globalization as a deterministic structuring of politics in urban areas, the increased 
importance of city-regions as nodal points in economic processes, and the new phenomenon of 
city-regions’ international activities (van der Heiden, 2010, p.1). These arguments are concisely 
explained in this section.  
 
Globalization is often described as a ‘time-space compression’ in which spatial and temporal 
distances are condensed as a result of technological innovations (Warf, 2008, p.5). Through new 
communication and transportation methods, people, goods, services, information and capital 
become more and more intertwined. From an economic point of view, this has resulted in a 
structural integration of national markets in a global economy (Savitch & Kantor, 2002). The 
globalizing force of connectivity has formed an international marketplace which is pulling cities 
into its orbit. This way, the global rather than the national demand of goods and services has 
become an influential driver of economic growth. Consequently, it can be argued that cities with 
large financial and business services become increasingly disconnected from their own economy 
and much more interdependent on this global demand (Sassen 2005, p.30). As a result, “the 
realm of international activities will most likely need to shift scales in the not too distant future, 
becoming increasingly competitive in itself” (Kubler & Piliutyte, 2007, p.364). In this sense, they 
state that the workings of contemporary capitalism also largely contribute to the importance of 
cities for the accumulation of economic wealth in the global economy. 
 
The influential role of cities in the global economy was first acknowledged by Friedmann’s world 
city hypothesis in 1986. He argued that world cities are nodes within a global economic system 
which have global control functions for international finance, global transport, business and 
communication. While world cities accumulate capital, they also facilitate the flows of capital 
and talent between these cities. Building on this, Sassen introduced the concept ‘global city’: “an 
11 
 
extreme space for the production and/or implementation of very diverse and very complex 
intermediate capabilities” (Sassen, 2016, p.97) In this sense, intermediation is seen as facilitating 
globalizing firms and markets, while also bringing in consumer-oriented firms. Ultimately, this 
resulted in the formation of a transnational urban system. 
 
Due to the spatial dispersal and global integration of economic activity, cities are almost forced  
to pursue international activities in order to compete globally. Global competition creates strong 
incentives for core cities to develop and invest in international activities, as it offers an 
opportunity to raise themselves above other metropolitan municipalities and affirm their 
leadership (Kubler & Piliutyte, 2007, p.365). This would especially predict an increase in city-
marketing aimed at attracting business, multinationals and expats. Ewen & Hebbert (2006, 
p.337) emphasize that municipalities have to be alert to the opportunities and threats of global 
competition and that networking has always featured as a dominant tool by which to pool scarce 
local resources. In this way, relational opportunities have turned into key resources for growth 
and development. The more strategic and international focus of policy aimed at innovation and 
global competition is therefore expected to increase cities’ engagement in international affairs. 
This leads to the following hypothesis:  
 
HII: Increasing international competition leads to more international activities of 
municipalities. 
 
1.3 Moving towards less international engagement 
The previously discussed trends, however, do not automatically mean that cities are increasingly 
engaging in foreign policy, nor that they have the resources to do so. There are reasons to 
believe that the role of cities in international relations is rather limited. As De Rooij concluded in 
2002 (p.465), it is ultimately the Dutch government that takes executive decisions as to what 
money received from the EU is allocated to which local projects. Quantitative research indicates 
that municipal budget cuts lead to the decline of international activities that municipalities 
execute (Koomen, 2016). Savitch & Kantor (2002, p.353) also conclude that the resources 
available to cities are critical in understanding how cities define their bargaining position with 
business. In addition, Hocking (in Melissen & van der Pluim, 2007, p16) distinguishes the 
resources of a city as perhaps the most important external factors that influences the 
engagement in diplomatic activities. This includes both intangible resources such as political 
culture and tangible resources, such as money.  
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Over the past ten years, municipal resources have come under great pressure due to several 
causes.  The economic crisis between 2008-2013 resulted in large scale budget cuts. With 
smaller budgets, it is likely that the amount of money spent on international activities is cut 
down, as executing foreign policy is not a primary task of municipalities. Municipal budgets are 
also likely to be pressured since the implementation of the Sustainability of Public Finances act 
('Wet HOF') in 2013. This act limits local governments in conducting their own financial policy 
as they are now restricted by the EMU balance. When municipalities cannot have large debts 
anymore, it is likely that less money will be spent on fields such as international affairs. Finally, 
municipalities could be less active in their attempts to receive EU money, as the redistribution of 
Structural Funds in 2006 might have reduced their chances of actually receiving any. For these 
reasons, the following hypothesis is drawn: 
 
HIII:  When municipalities have fewer resources, there is less engagement in 
international affairs. 
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2. Methodology 
In order to investigate whether municipal engagement in international affairs has increased 
during the past ten years, a quantitative research is conducted by using a longitudinal research 
design and a most likely case. This chapter elaborates on this chosen research method and case 
selection. It explains how and why Amsterdam is picked as crucial case and why the specific time 
span of 2006-2016 is chosen. Ultimately, it provides an operationalization for the three 
hypotheses. 
 
2.1  Case selection and time span 
This thesis seeks to generalize whether municipalities have increasingly engaged in 
international affairs or not. A crucial case design is an efficient way to investigate this question 
as it permits analytical generalization by using a single-case study. The crucial case design 
depends on the idea that if a theory applies in the conditions of the crucial case, it is likely to be 
applicable to other cases. A crucial case can therefore be very useful for testing existing 
theoretical arguments (Levy, 2008, p.12). By using a most likely design, a case is chosen that is 
likely to fit a theory. If the data do not match the expectations, this has serious implications for 
the theory. For this research, the city of Amsterdam is chosen as crucial case on the basis of four 
determinants described by Hocking (1993) which positively influences international 
engagement of municipalities. This will show that Amsterdam, as the capital city of the 
Netherlands, is highly expected to engage in many international activities. The logic here is if the 
engagement in international affairs of Amsterdam has not increased over time, it has most likely 
not increased in other municipalities.   
 
According to Hocking (1993), the character of the state system is crucial in deciding whether 
municipalities engage in international affairs. The Netherlands is a decentralized unitary state in 
which a certain autonomy is acknowledged for the municipal and provincial level, even though 
the central government rules (Hoetjes, 2008. p.1). The country has a high status of local 
government and a medium political status of local government (Kübler & Piliutyte, 2007, p.359). 
This intergovernmental setting means that Amsterdam does not experience many legal 
constraints imposed by the national government and instead experiences several political 
opportunities. This is also rooted in the strong preference for consultation and consensus within 
the Dutch public administrative system. It is therefore no surprise that there is a strong culture 
of decentralization to the municipal level in the Netherlands (Melissen & Van der Pluijm, 2007, 
p.16). Accordingly, the Netherlands forms a particularly good environment for municipal 
engagement in international affairs in comparison to other European countries.  
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It is also important that the municipality has the resources to employ diplomatic activities. It is 
therefore likely that larger cities have a larger impact on the international level than smaller 
cities, as they have a bigger budget and more employees. This is confirmed by Melissen & Van 
der Pluijm (2007, p.17) who mention that the four biggest cities in the economically powerful 
‘randstad’ of the Netherlands play the biggest role in Dutch city diplomacy. In this respect, 
Amsterdam also matches the third criterion which is a good geographical location within the 
state.  
 
Fourth, the extent to which a city has international links influences the international activities. 
Amsterdam is described as a city that is very dependent on international contacts and is eager to 
have a good climate for doing business on an international scale (Rijken, 2013). The city fulfils 
an important role in the global economy and is therefore expected to have many economic links. 
In addition, the mutual concerns of the state, being an old member of the EU, are expected to 
encourage international engagement. As all four determinants point at an active participation of 
Amsterdam in international affairs, it is unlikely that this case concerns a unique situation. By 
determining whether Amsterdam, of which this is highly expected, increasingly engages in 
international affairs, a general claim can be made about European cities and their engagement in 
international relations.  
 
Additionally, the Netherlands is an excellent case for investigating the relation between budget 
cuts and the participation in international affairs. The economic crisis has influenced the 
municipal budgets of Dutch municipalities to a large extent. Especially the big cities have 
witnessed severe declines in expenditures (Allers & Hoeben, 2010, p.6). Consequently, it is 
suggested that this is reflected in the engagement in international affairs (Rijken, 2013). Thus,  
along with the expectation of active participation in international affairs, Amsterdam is also 
highly suitable for testing hypothesis III.  
 
The time span of 2006-2016 is chosen because of two reasons. First of all, work on this topic 
requires an update as Amsterdam’s urban foreign policy was last analysed in 2005 (Giezen, 
2005). Van der Heiden (2010), who more recently contributed to the literature on urban foreign 
policy, did so by focusing on other EU city-regions. Second of all, including the years of the 
economic crisis (2008-2014) allows a more in-depth analysis of the impact of budget cuts on 
municipal engagement in international affairs. This enables us to discover whether foreign 
policy was at its highest point in 2005, before falling due to limited resources, or whether an 
increasing trend is visible due to recovery from the economic crisis and the assumed importance 
of cities.  
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2.2  Research methods 
This research is a quantitative analysis with a longitudinal research design which compares the 
engagement in international affairs between 2006 and 2016. A longitudinal research design is a 
highly suitable method in this case, as it is concerned with identifying change and with 
improving the understanding of causal influences over time (Bryman, 2012, p.63). For this 
reason, data is collected for at least two occasions, rather than just measuring one moment. In 
addition, measurement provides a consistent instrument to assess differences between a period. 
It enables us to be consistent over time and consistent with other researchers, which would lead 
to consistent results (Bryman, 2012, p.164). The chosen research method is therefore especially 
strong in terms of validity, objectivity and reliability.  
 
However, the chosen research methods also involve certain disadvantages. In the most ideal 
case, a longitudinal study is planned in advance so that the data can be retrieved at multiple 
stages. In this case however, the longitudinal study occurred after time had elapsed. The 
disadvantage of a longitudinal research is therefore that the available resources are more 
limited in comparison to studying a particular moment. Nonetheless, the financial reports, policy 
plans and reports of international work visits offer enough information to draw conclusions in 
regard to the hypotheses. These documents are publicly available and can be retrieved from the 
municipal website of Amsterdam. Graphs, diagrams and tables are used to present the 
quantitative data, making them relatively easy to interpret and understand.  
 
The reports of international work visits contained data that needed to be categorized in order to 
be useful. This was done by content analysis, which allows for a certain amount of longitudinal 
analysis with relative ease and is able to track changes in frequency over time (Bryman, 2012, 
p.304). In order to note trends and observe changes in the purpose of engagement in 
international affairs, all the international work visits have been categorized by using qualitative 
thematic analysis. To simplify the purposes of work visits, a coding schedule was made on the 
basis of existing categories of the municipality of Amsterdam found on their website. This way, a 
systematic and replicable manner was used which positively influences the outcomes in matters 
of objectivity and replicability. The categorization is further explained in the operationalization 
section. 
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2.3  Operationalization 
As the conceptualization of ‘municipal engagement in international affairs’ has showed, it is a 
concept with different dimensions and therefore requires multiple indicator measures. One 
indicator might capture only one aspect of the concept in question. By having more indicators, 
the research can access a wider range of aspects of the concept.  Moreover, it enables finer 
distinctions between the different ways to engage in international affairs. The concept is 
measured by the following six indicators:  
 The number of city networks 
 The number of city partnerships 
 Frequency of international work visits 
 Purpose of international work visits 
 The amount of money spent on international affairs 
 The number of employees working on international affairs 
 
Hypothesis I (“As there is more decision-making on the international level, municipalities 
engage more in international affairs”) is tested by looking at the participation in city networks, 
city partnerships and the frequency of international work visits. For each network in the list 
compiled by Van der Heiden (2010, p.135), Amsterdam’s membership status is retrieved by 
looking at the website of the network in question. When the year of access is unknown, the 
information was gathered by directly contacting the network in question. When the year of 
accession was unknown, I have contacted the network to gather this information. To improve  
precision, the same is done for the overview of networks listed on the website of the Association 
of Dutch Municipalities. Afterwards, the data is compared with Giezen’s list of international city 
networks for the municipality of Amsterdam drawn up in 2005 (p.64). Some networks are added 
to this list, as Amsterdam already turned out to be a member in 2005. The comparison provided 
information on the number of new city networks that have emerged in the time span 2006-2016. 
The  number of city partnerships was also compared to Giezen’s data from 2005. Information on 
current city partnerships was gathered from  the website of the municipality of Amsterdam and 
from their policy plan on international affairs (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2013). Moreover, the 
frequency with which the mayor and aldermen of Amsterdam visited other countries over time 
is measured. This was counted for each year, by using the international work visit reports 
retrieved from the municipal website. Despite the statement on the website mentioning that the 
documents before 2008 can be requested by e-mail, it was unfortunately not possible to receive 
the documents of 2006 and 2007 through persistent requests by phone and email. 
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Hypothesis  II (“Increasing international competition leads to more international activities of 
municipalities”) is tested by looking at the purpose of international work visits.  The following 
categories were used: citizenship/participation (1), knowledge/innovation (2), culture/art (3), 
sustainable urban planning (4), economy (5), health (6) and events/sports (7). These themes are 
in line with the focus points of the municipality of Amsterdam (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2013, 
p.13). The category of water management is removed as there were no international work visits 
that solely focused on water management. The last two categories (health and events/sports) 
are added to optimize a complete categorization. Due to the limited time span, this was 
measured once every two years. 
 
Hypothesis III  (“When municipalities have fewer resources, there is less engagement in 
international affairs”) is tested by looking at the amount of money spent on international affairs 
and the number of employees working on international affairs. The following categories from 
the financial reports are measured for each year: international acquisition (1), development 
cooperation/international contacts (2) and city marketing/tourism (3). These categories are 
chosen because they have a clear international focus, in contrast to other categories in the 
reports. Moreover, there is a good overlap between the international activities distinguished by 
Lefevre & d’Albergo (2007, p.319), which have been previously discussed. Special programs 
aimed at city marketing such as ‘Hermez’ (2006) and ‘Amsterdam Topstad’ (2007-2009) are not 
included in the graphs. In the financial reports the budgets are also mentioned separately and 
merging the two budgets might lead to a distorted view. From 2014 onwards, the annual 
budgets are not broken down into subcategories. This information was requested from the 
financial department of the municipality of Amsterdam but unfortunately this request remained 
unanswered and the information is therefore missing in the graph. Additionally, the number of 
employees working specifically on international affairs is compared over time, as well as the 
delegation of work to other institutions. For this indicator, information will be gathered from the 
policy paper on international affairs and the municipal website.  
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3. Results 
This chapter presents the results of the six indicators per hypothesis. The data that is used to 
compose the graphs and tables can be found in the appendix. The figures are merely described 
as further conclusions and implications are drawn in chapter 4.  
 
3.1 Hypothesis I 
In 2016, Amsterdam operates in the city networks presented in Table 1. This makes a total of 24 
network memberships, with a wide variety of topics. During 2006-2016, there have been 10 new 
memberships. Mégapoles is the only network that did not last till 2016, as it was a three-year 
program.  According to the VNG (2012, p.14), Amsterdam has two primary reasons to engage in 
these networks. To share new ideas and exchange knowledge and experiences in order to learn 
from each other and come up with inspiration to implement in their own municipality (1), but 
also to influence decision-making and to be aware of the most recent developments (2). This 
matches download- and upload Europeanization. 
 
Table 1. 
City network memberships  
Amsterdam’s memberships in 2005 Amsterdam’s new memberships in 2016 
Airport Regions Conference Childcare international 
Eurocities Cities for Local Integration Policies for Migrants 
European Cities on Drug Policy Europa Nostra 
European Sea Port organisation European Creative Industries Alliance 
Europrice Heritage Europe 
Mayors for Peace International cities for peace 
Mégapoles Lighting Urban Community International 
Metrex Open Cities 
Polis Organization of World Heritage Cities 
The League of Historical Cities  World Union of Olympic Cities 
Union des capitals de l’Union Européene  
United Cities and Local Government  
 
Note. Two lists have served as guidance, one of van der Heiden (2010, p.135) and one of the VNG 
(n.d.) retrieved from: https://vng.nl/onderwerpenindex/europa/europese-
kennisnetwerken/europese-kennisnetwerken-voor-gemeenten  
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The city partnerships of the municipality of Amsterdam are presented in Table 2. The list of 
2006 also includes the port relations Amsterdam had. Only three partnerships that already 
existed in 2006 appear in the list of 2016. Some reasons why old partnerships have been 
terminated are political instability (Surinam), advanced European integration (Riga and 
Budapest) and a lack of initiative of the partner city (Accra) (Amsterdam, 2013). Overall, the 
number of city partnerships increases by five within these ten years. This has mainly to do with 
the acquisition policy established in 2007 and the Europe strategy established in 2012 
(Amsterdam, 2013, p.5). The lists are not only made up of partnerships between two cities, but 
also partnerships of a city with a country.  
 
Table 2. 
City partnerships  
2005 2016 
Izmit Buenos Aires 
Surinam Sao Paolo 
Budapest Beijing/Shenzen 
Riga Curaçao 
Accra Berlin 
Dutch Antilles Paris 
Morocco Athens 
Sofia Mumbai 
Beijing/Tianjin Tokyo 
Halifax Al Za’atari/Mafraq 
Cape Town Casablanca/Larache/Tanger 
San Pedro Saint Martin 
 Istanbul/Sisli/Kocaeli 
 Hanoi 
 London 
 San Francisco/New 
York/Boston 
 Seoul 
 
Note. Adapted from Giezen (2005, p.64) and the Municipality of Amsterdam (n.d.) retrieved from: 
https://www.amsterdam.nl/bestuur-organisatie/volg-beleid/internationale/  
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The number of municipal work visits abroad are shown in Figure 1.  During the period 2008-
2016, the mayor and aldermen had the most international work visits in 2009. The graph is 
characterized by several downturns, such as 2010 and 2014 which could be explained by 
municipal elections. A general increasing or decreasing trend can't clearly be observed from the 
graph due to the erratic nature of the data leading to a high standard deviation, therefore we 
conclude that there is none. Interestingly we can observe a bi-yearly cycle of 1 or 2 visits and 
then no visits the next year to South-America. 
 
Figure 1. 
International work visits by the mayor and aldermen  
Note. Data gathered from the reports of international work visits (Municipality of Amsterdam, n.d.) 
retrieved from: https://www.amsterdam.nl/bestuur-organisatie/volg-beleid/internationale/indexen-
ambtelijke/alle-verslagen/ 
 
  
0 
5 
10 
15 
20 
25 
30 
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
N
u
m
b
er
 o
f 
vi
si
ts
 
Year 
Total 
Europe 
Asia 
America 
South-America 
Africa 
21 
 
3.2 Hypothesis II 
In order to explore which topics are at the heart of municipal engagement in international affairs, 
the international work visit purposes are categorized in Figure 2. This graph shows a large 
increase in economic work visits between 2010 and 2012. While this category, together with 
sports/events, has been falling the past years, all the other categories have been increasing since 
2014. This includes citizenship/participation, sustainable urban planning, health and 
knowledge/innovation. Especially the latter seems to be an important reason to visit other 
countries.  
 
Figure 2. 
International work visit purposes  
Note: Data gathered from the reports of international work visits (Municipality of Amsterdam, n.d.) 
retrieved from: https://www.amsterdam.nl/bestuur-organisatie/volg-beleid/internationale/indexen-
ambtelijke/alle-verslagen/ 
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3.3 Hypothesis III 
Figure 3 presents the expenditures on international affairs over time. The most significant 
changes are an overall fall in expenditures on international affairs in 2008 and 2009 and a 
significant rise in expenditure on city marketing/tourism in 2010. Moreover, this graph shows 
that more money was spent on both city marketing/tourism, as well as international acquisition 
at the end of the crisis (2013) compared to the situation before the crisis (2006). The 
municipality of Amsterdam (2013) writes that several sources for funding international policy, 
such as subsidies for international cooperation, are scarcely available anymore due to budget 
cuts (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2013).  
 
Figure 3. 
Amount of money spent on international affairs 
Note. Data gathered from the financial reports of the municipality of Amsterdam (n.d.) retrieved 
from: https://www.amsterdam.nl/bestuur-organisatie/financien/jaarrekeningen/ 
ᵃ International affairs: was named ‘Development cooperation/international contacts’ before 2012   
ᵇ City marketing/tourism: was named ‘Tourism and promotion’ before 2009 
 
Another resource required to engage in international affairs is employees. In this regard, there 
were no changes between 2006 and 2016. In 2005, the number of staff members in the 
international affairs department was three (Giezen, 2005, p.56). Now, in 2017 there are still 
three staff members working in this department according to their website. However, since 
2009 there have been more partners promoting Amsterdam on a global scale such as 
Amsterdam Marketing and the Amsterdam Economic Board. 
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4. Conclusion and discussion 
The results of the six indicators reveal a lot of information on municipal engagement in 
international affairs. This section draws conclusion in regard to the hypotheses. Finally, the 
implications of these results will be discussed. 
 
4.2 Conclusion  
Hypothesis I 
Municipalities indeed seem to be engaging more in international affairs as there is more 
decision-making on the international level. Both the city network memberships and city 
partnerships of the municipality of Amsterdam have experienced a significant increase in 
numbers over time. What is apparent is that  the list of partnerships mainly constitutes 
economically powerful cities. This stresses the trend from idealism to pragmatism (Melissen & 
Van der Pluijm, 2007, p.34) which means that international activities are increasingly based on  
practical and economic motivations. Traditional forms, such as twinning, are re-evaluated and 
adjusted to meet these criteria. Besides, the increasing list also supports Hoetjes (2009, p.158) 
claim that “Municipal twinnings are far from a dead letter – they are very much alive”. From the 
data on the number of international work visits it cannot be concluded that an increasing trend 
is visible. This is due to the missing years before the crisis and the volatile line. However, 2009 
being the year with the most international work visits between 2008-2016 does support the 
claim of Lefevre & d’Albergo (2007, p.323), who argue that a bad economic situation leads to 
municipalities turning more to foreign policy. This particular condition appears to be an 
incentive for municipalities to look for opportunities abroad, in order to strengthen their 
economic position. The decrease of international work visits during the years of municipal 
elections is also remarkable. This could be explained by different priorities during election 
periods, for example on issues that directly involve citizens, or it could reflect the fear of critique 
on the engagement in international affairs. The data could therefore point at another factor that 
influences the municipal engagement in international affairs. 
Hypothesis II 
Based on the data regarding the purpose of international work visits, it is also plausible that 
increasing international competition has resulted in more international activities of 
municipalities. Both, the number of work visits with an economic purposes and a purpose 
related to knowledge/innovation have increased in comparison to 2008 and 2010. These two 
categories are important ways of attracting assets for local and regional competitiveness. The 
dominant economic incentive of engagement in international affairs was previously noticed in 
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terms of city partnerships with cities that fulfil an important function in the global economy. 
However, it is also apparent that the purposes of international work visits have become more 
diverse over time, focusing on a broad variety of topics. The fact that the visits aimed at 
citizenship and participation increased, could support the argument of Heeg et al. (2003, p.151), 
who address that interurban cooperation could also be used as an instrument to strengthen 
social cohesion in cities. 
Hypothesis III 
The data revealing the expenditures on international affairs has mixed interpretations. On the 
one hand, they support the claim made by Koomen (2016) that budget cuts have an effect on the 
international engagement of municipalities. In 2009, there was an overall drop in expenditures 
on international affairs. The budget cuts could be similarly reflected in the significant drop in 
expenditures in 2011. However, the data also show a rapid increase in expenditures on 
international affairs during the crisis (2010). It seems as if an economic crisis triggers a city to 
improve their economic ties with other countries and promote their city in order to recover 
from the crisis. Overall, the data do not show a significant increase in money spent on 
international activities, with only the expenditures on international acquisition showing a 
slightly increasing trend. Adding the years 2014-2016 would give more insight in to the overall 
trend of expenditures on international affairs. Furthermore, the number of employees working 
in the international affairs department has remained the same over the ten-year period in 
question. Some work load, however, was delegated to other organisations. 
The examination of international activities of Amsterdam between the period 2006 until 2016 
reveals some interesting links on how to explain municipal engagement in international affairs. 
The data seem to suggest the following influential factors. An economic crisis creates an 
incentive for municipalities to increase their international activities in order to boost their 
economy (1). There are signs that municipal elections lead to a decline of international activities, 
perhaps because these activities are prone to critique and do not have a direct effect on citizens 
(2). It seems to be true that more decision-making on the international level leads to more 
international activities, as there is increased participation in international networks and 
partnerships (3). Increasing competition at the global scale seems to spur the engagement in 
international affairs, as the activities increasingly have an economically determined basis (4). 
Budget cuts do appear to have an influence on international activities as the resources to engage 
in international affairs have barely increased (5).  
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4.2 Discussion 
It should be remarked that in order to confirm the right causal links, qualitative information is 
required. Despite the many attempts to arrange an interview with an employee at the 
international affairs department, it was unfortunately not possible to organize this and confirm 
the results with qualitative data. Sometimes policy papers offered a solution, for instance by 
stating that fewer resources and subsidies are available for international activities due to budget 
cuts. A qualitative study on these causal relationships could be a suggestion for further research. 
Especially the effect of municipal elections on international activities is as far as I know, 
understudied. 
 
All in all, this research especially contributed to the academic literature by revealing whether a 
significant increase in municipal engagement in international affairs was witnessed in the period 
2006-2016. Two out of five indicators clearly show an increase in international activities, 
namely participation in city networks and city partnerships. However, the other three indicators: 
the frequency of international work visits, the amount of money spent on international affairs 
and the number of employees do not reveal an increasing trend.  
 
This is remarkable because Amsterdam is highly expected to engage in international affairs due 
to its favourable conditions. Especially the intergovernmental framework which is characterized 
by several political opportunities for local governments such as decentralization, created this 
expectation. Nonetheless, the extent to which the engagement of Amsterdam in international 
affairs evolved over time, does not match the expectation of a significant increase of 
international activities. It appears as if Amsterdam is restricted by its resources to engage in 
international affairs. This supports the argument made by Koomen (2016) that municipal 
budget cuts have a negative influence on the international activities of municipalities. 
Subsequently, a careful claim can be made that if Amsterdam has not executed significantly more 
foreign policy during the last ten years, it is unlikely that other cities have experienced a large 
increase. This puts the many claims about the influential role of cities up for debate. In general it 
can be concluded that it is unlikely that multilevel governance will move beyond the state 
anytime soon. To cite an interview with Graham Meadows (Tatham, 2016, preface):  
 
“You have regions which want to grow and want to put the squeeze on the member state (...) 
and there is another way of looking at it which is a cold analysis of systems and ways of 
doing things. (...) Of course the first way, you might produce an article that would be 
published in a broadsheet newspaper. The second way, you might contribute rather more to 
the truth.” 
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